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Freedom of religion, freedom of speech, and freedom of 
the press. These are probably three pretty familiar terms 
to those who have ever picked up a government textbook 
or turned on the news; they are freedoms which refer to 
the basic trio of civil liberties that we, as Americans, claim. 
Oftentimes, it is easy to confuse civil liberties with civil 
rights, but there is a small distinction between the two. 
Civil liberties are limitations which spell out what the 
government cannot do to its people and are laid out in the 
First Amendment to the Constitution. Civil rights, on 
the other hand, are the rights of equal protection under 
the law to all Americans, guaranteed by the Fourteenth 
Amendment to the Constitution. These provide rules 
for what the government has to do for its people.But 
what really are civil liberties? What do they protect?
Freedom of Religion.
The two most important things one needs to 
remember about the freedom of religion are 
two clauses: the principles of the establishment 
clause and the free exercise clause.
The establishment clause prohibits the founding of 
a church that is supported by the national government. 
This also deals with the concept of separation of church 
and state, set forth in the First Amendment. Allowing 
prayer in school, teaching evolution versus creationism, 
and religious organizations being placed in schools are 
all discussed in the establishment clause which cannot 
encourage nor discriminate against an individual’s beliefs.
The free exercise clause does not prohibit religious 
beliefs of an individual but allows government action upon 
certain religious practices which disrupt public welfare.
Freedom of Speech.
The freedom of speech allows citizens to have their say or 
listen to the opinions of others without government action 
taken against them. This freedom protects prior restraint 
(restraining an activity before it happens), symbolic speech 
(expression made nonverbally), and commercial speech 
(advertising statements). Permitted action can take place, 
however, when there is a clear and present danger which 
can create a disturbance to the public order, determined 
by the clear and present danger test via Congress.
Speech that is unprotected by the government 
includes obscenity (material which is sexually offensive) 
and the defamation of character (wrongfully hurting 
someone’s good reputation). Slander is a public false 
statement which defames a person’s character.
Freedom of the Press.
Freedom of the press is often associated with 
freedom of speech in that it protects certain 
rights not of citizens but of the media.
In comparison with slander, libel is the defamation 
of someone’s character, the difference being libel is 
written (on paper, signs, films, pictures, or other printed 
words of communication) instead of publically spoken. 
Public figures (public officials/employees with extreme 
government power) are the most greatly affected 
by freedom of press; they must prove actual malice 
(knowledge of a false statement or reckless disregard 
for the truth) can be made about their statements.
Another important term associated with the freedom 
of press is a gag order, a judge-issued order which 
restricts news publication regarding a trial or pretrial 
hearing to protect the accused’s right to a fair trial.
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